ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Critical reflective practice is seen as a means of empowering practitioners and leading to more autonomous practice (Van Aswegen, 1998; Owens, Francis & Tollefson, 1998) . In effect, it is the ability of practitioners to both literally and figuratively step back from their own practice and think about what they are doing in light of what they think or believe or know they ought to be doing. This thinking or believing or knowing is supported by reason, experience, evidence, analysis and logic. The value in this approach lies in the recognition that many situations are both complex and problematic, for which there is no simple or single solution but through making explicit that which is implicit, it enables the practitioner to focus on decisions that will improve practice. Reflective journaling is a medium which supports this process.
This paper is about nursing students' thoughts on their journey of self-discovery through reflective journaling.
In most health systems the infrastructure and systems control nursing practice, but even in these well-regulated systems, the operationalisation of the health services is dependent on critical reflective practitioners. The South African health system is faced with enormous challenges and increasingly affected by an exodus of both nursing and medical staff (Lehmann & Sanders, 2002) . It is therefore essential that nurses who work in the services are able to meet with the additional demands of reduced staff and greater responsibilities, if disorder is to be averted. In addition, massification of education for South Africans is a strategy clearly identified by the African National Congress (ANC) government as part of the transformation process towards a more accessible, equitable and effective educational system (Norris, 2001 ). This strategy comes at a time when there is a decline in student numbers in higher education institutions (HEI), spiraling costs, increased global competition, shrinking resources and cuts in student subsidy (Nkopodi, 2002) . This is compounded by the increasing awareness of students and employing bodies of limitations inherent in curricula of higher education institutions that are too contentbased, prescriptive, outmoded, ungrounded and delivered in inaccessible formats and time frames (Johnson, in Chabeli, 2002:5) . Efforts to maximise educator resources have resulted in increased studenteducator ratios and reduced individual student contact. The effectiveness of traditional didactic teaching is under question and it is essential that HEIs explore new avenues for student learning. This squeeze on the HEIs is further exacerbated by the difficulties faced by the employing bodies in the health sector. Many public service organisations, especially health services, do not have the capacity to release their workforce on a full time learning basis (Chapman & Howkins, 2003; Gwele, 2003) . It is becoming increasingly difficult for working nurses to engage in further studies for the purposes of upgrading their qualifications and increasing their skills and knowledge base. As a result, there is a strong move away from the traditional transmission approach in contact teaching sessions to independent, learner-centered techniques, especially for adult learners in higher education.
This study arose out of the need for a South African university of technology nursing department to respond to the limitations imposed by the educational frames of reference of post-basic nurse practitioner students.
Many of these students originated from the more traditional educational backgrounds that historically rated the proficiency of the nursing tasks above that of nursing knowledge (Radebe, 2001) . Also, for many students, nursing is perceived essentially as a clinically based profession where writing skills are not highly rated or practiced. The post-basic nursing students in these nursing programmes have limited class contact sessions of approximately 32 days within the academic year. Therefore how to engage them in the learning process in a meaningful, continuous way was a concern for the teaching staff.
In view of the above, reservations are expressed about the effectiveness of traditional approaches to teaching in enabling "deep" or emancipatory learning. The situation calls for the shaping of nurses as critical reflective practitioners.
As a nurse educator and researcher, I took these factors into account while developing a post-basic nursing management course, founded upon Van Aswegen's 1998 model for critical reflective practice, a key precept of which is transformatory learning.
As an educator, I became the travel guide, walking along side the students as they embarked on their journeys of self-discovery by providing the maps and the directions for the road upon which the students walked and left their imprints. Their unique explorations were recorded in their reflective journals. It takes great courage for students to embark on this journey, to trust both their travel and inner guides, and follow the unseen path ahead. This paper reflects the students' perceptions of the value they placed on their experiences and lessons learned through journaling.
THEORETICAL UNDERPINNING
The theoretical underpinning is broadly based on concepts contained in Van Aswegen's 1998 model of critical reflective practice, as well as through the literature and the insights that have emerged out of this study, specifically the students' thoughts on the value of journaling.
Nurse empowerment: Critical social theory draws on the works of Paolo Freire and Habermas and is forged by Marxist and Hegelian philosophy. The essential tenets of empowerment focus on the emancipation of the underprivileged or the oppressed. Lack of power is associated with negative, authoritarian, patriarchal systems of power, with the ability to control people's behaviour, lives and economic resources. This concept of power is closely linked with status and is rooted in the notion that certain groups, in this case, nurses, are in a subordinate position (Kuokkanen & Leino-Kilpi, 2000) . But while my research (and practice) is broadly aligned with the emancipatory and critical tradition, as outlined by Carr and Kemmis (1986) , for example, where power is acknowledged and problematised, it has taken place in small, incremental stages over time, awareness awakening and developing with student engagement, resulting in my attempts to create a safe milieu where power can be reflected upon critically. This does not mean that as an educator, I consciously introduce what Ellsworth (1992) calls prescriptions of empowerment. These comprise key concepts "'empowerment', 'student voice', 'dialogue' or even the term 'critical'" derived from critical literature. She argues that the interpretation of these concepts has been so distorted that they have become repressive myths exacerbating domination of one person by another, the effect of which results in her question "What diversity do we silence in the name of "liberatory" pedagogy?"
Although the process of the reflective journal includes a writer and a reader-responder, it is not clear who occupies the term 'student' or 'teacher' in the process as power is intentionally delimited through the introduction of the self-evaluation concept and the negotiated rules of engagement where students' narratives are acknowledged as their 'truth' guiding me, the readerresponder, through their realities. Instead, the intention of Van Aswegen's critical reflective practice model (1998) is to use learning to empower nurses, highlighting growth, development and a growing sense of control over their own individual lives and actions. Empowerment is a process of increasing learners' access to independent thought and creating an environment to allow the empowered learner to experience the thrill and autonomy of the effects of independent thought. This process promotes "intrinsic motivation" and involves "taking actions which affect impact, competence, meaningfulness and choice" (Van Aswegen, 1998:404) . She There should be a move from organizational domination to person participation through the process of critical reflective practice thus, a partnership. The paradigm shift results in commitment, as the learners'/practitioners' actions are freely chosen, owned, and critiqued without any requirement to do so" (Van Aswegen, 1998:405) . This emancipatory learning is brought about by the educator creating space for students to engage in discourse and create their own meanings through personal experiences, with a view to transforming perspectives for better understanding (Van Aswegen, 1998; Schrieber & Banister, 2002) . This is coupled with my own struggle as educator, nurse, researcher and middle-class white South African woman trying to come to grips with understanding how my own identity (ies) surrounded by the multiple realities of the students with whom I work, within dimensions of shifting power relationships, affects my classroom practice. This notion that power is not static but moves fluidly, depending on situation and context is also a contention supported by Foucault (Janse van Rensburg, 2001:26) .
Deep learning:
Students who approach their learning with the intention of understanding, have been shown to lead to more sophisticated learning outcomes than surface approaches, which are associated with the absence of an intention to understand (Case & Gunstone, 2001 ). Constructed knowing is the integration of the subjective and the procedural levels to arrive at a constructed knowledge stage which allows for thinking to occur in a very flexible and sophisticated way allowing the practitioner to speak, says Johns Kerka (1996) identifies journal writing as a tool for adult learning. Their value in adult education is a means of expression, of "coming to voice", of developing the potential for critical reflective thought, and making meaning for nursing students (Paterson, 1995; Wallace, 1996; Marland, 1997;  Van Aswegen, 1998).
Facilitator: As educator in this journaling process, I
followed a student-centred Constructivist approach to teaching founded on the premise that, by reflecting on their experiences, students construct their own understanding of the world they live in (Abdal-Haqq, 1998).
My role as educator is secondary and supportive in nature.
Critiquing: Feedback to students on diary entries can be problematic and the specific approach to feedback has been a focus on thought processes, rather than content. My intention was to guide, facilitate, validate and support the student rather than provide judgement.
Efforts were made to maintain confidentiality and the trust of the student to promote freedom of expression.
METHODOLOGY
The travelogue: This paper is an account of a selected component of research within a larger study. It employs a qualitative, contextual, descriptive design using content analysis to identify categories and themes to illuminate the findings. It draws on elements of critical theory in that this study forms part of a larger participatory action research study aimed at enhancing critical, reflective practice. This multi-modal study draws on a multi-method approach, of which content analysis of students' self-evaluations of their reflective journals forms one of the methods.
The destination: The research question asked is: What are post-basic nursing students' perceptions of the value of journaling as a means of learning?
The map: Prior to engaging in the journaling assignment, nursing students were given instructions on the process of journaling and on the required structure of the journal, which comprised five elements:
(1) a free-form stream-of-consciousness reflective component requiring reflections related to personal, health, health practice, educational or nursing discipline-related issues; (2) commentary and reflections on newspaper-generated articles reflecting health related issues; (3) analysis of journal articles, especially research-based journals and the relevancy to nursing practice; (4) self-evaluation of the journal; and (5) the critiquing process which explained the rules of conduct in dialogue taken by the facilitator in the role of critiquer.
Given the constraints of the health and educational system, the purpose of the reflective journals was to promote critical reflective thought and practice through:
• Engaging nursing students in a learning process on a continuous and regular basis, particularly in light of the limited student/ lecturer contact.
• Providing a forum for an awareness of current events as a macro context of a system that shapes their nursing practice.
• Encouraging academic literacy through writing practice in a psychologically safe environment.
• Self-directed learning.
Participants (the travellers)
The research group comprised post-basic nursing students who had completed reflective journals between the years 2000 and 2003 (N=110). The nursing students' ages ranged from 24 to 58; the majority were black African women and the medium of instruction was English, the second language of the majority of the students. Ninety-eight percent of the nursing students were part-time students, working in various health care services ranging from deep rural to urban settings. The participants were mothers and wives, many with strong community commitments. One hundred and ten 
Data generation
The sources of data were written self-evaluation commentaries by the students on the various components of their reflective journals. These were free-form openended self-evaluations that provided rich, contextual descriptions. The commentaries focused specifically on nursing students' perceptions of journaling as a learning tool for "deeper" learning. At journey's end, students were required to consider the criteria listed for critical reflective practice and provide their written perceptions of the value and limitations presented by the journal writing assignment after reviewing all their journal entries.
The reflective journals with the self-evaluation commentaries were collected at the end of each course. The commentaries were separated out for photocopying.
Concepts reflecting the value and limitations of reflective journaling were highlighted and sorted, resulting in a set of categories as shown in Table One . When students wrote similar comments, they were placed under 'common findings'. The decision to use content analysis was appropriate as it "describes the process of organising and integrating narrative, qualitative information according to emerging themes and concepts" (Polit & Hungler, 1997:454) . Because the journal was broadly divided into three components, reflections, engagements with newspaper articles and engagements with journal articles, Table One reflects this division focusing on the perceived values or limitations of journaling related to these components. The table is further divided into sections on critical thinking and reflection, as the criteria for these learning components shape the students' evaluations. A further section 'General' comprised concepts that did not specifically refer themes on critical thinking, reflection, news or journal articles. As some students referred to techniques or resources supporting journaling, such as the Question Prompt, the criteria for self-evaluation or guided internet access, these too, were recognised as a category.
These categories generated the following themes (see Table 2 ): journaling as a tool for learning; type of learning; effects of learning; difficulties associated with journaling; use of journaling and sustaining the process.
Measures to ensure trustworthiness
The reflective journals yielded thick descriptions and so I was able to correlate written reflections within reflective journals with the self-evaluation commentaries and the facilitator's critique. In this way, I could corroborate or refute elements of the students' selfevaluation. Also, the commentaries themselves, reflected 'thick descriptions'. Other measures of trustworthiness included my own reflective journal, peer debriefing, prolonged engagement and persistent observation over four years, literature control by referring to similar studies, an audit trail and triangulation with other methods and data.
I tried to structure a psychologically safe environment for the students through written guidelines which guaranteed the students the freedom to write freely with the understanding that the reflections were their personal experiences and therefore, could not be judged by others, hence the self-evaluation.
Limitations of the study
Since the self-evaluations were intended as a means of establishing a grade for the nursing students, bias could be a factor, in that an erroneous perception of gaining a better grade might have influenced some of the nursing students' remarks in their reflective journals.
FINDINGS
This section is organised to reflect key categories of the nursing students' perceptions of the value of journaling to promote deeper learning. In some cases these perceptions have been paraphrased and in others the nursing students gave "voice" to their thoughts (see italics). In my interpretation of the students' voices, I found evidence of similar findings in the literature, but a number of their perceptions appeared to be unique. 
Journaling as a tool for learning
A number of nursing students found this experience both enjoyable (n=17) and challenging (n=19) and at least (n=25) supported the journal as a means of learning and indicated that it should remain as part of the learning programme. There were many paths to a journey's end and perhaps it was because the journals were so open-ended and allowed nursing students wideranging choices of topic and approach, that the students appeared to gain different insights from the process.
Type of learning
Active learning Kerka (1996) notes that journals can provide tangible evidence of mental processes, and students themselves recognised this occurrence. Post-basic nursing students perceived active learning to have taken place as they acknowledged their ability to think analytically and more objectively (n=7), to integrate learning from other areas (n=6), to challenge preconceptions (n=7), and to differentiate between real and ideal practice (n=4) although they saw that this took time and effort. Kok and Chabeli (2002:36) recognise that the interactions that forms the basis of reflective journaling, is in fact central to Outcomes Based Education where the focus "no longer falls on memorising factual knowledge, but on collaborative interaction to develop critical thinking skills…The emphasis falls on embedding quality problem-solving skills rather than on memorizing".
Developmental learning (includes cognitive): (n=18)
Learning was perceived to have occurred after prolonged engagement by the nursing students. • Developed a bank of 
Effects of learning

Professional development (n=16)
Reflecting on nursing practice and reading critically on health related issues promoted professional development in the nursing students. Interestingly, some students believed that the process of journaling promoted discipline (n=4), improved their organisational skills (n=5), and at least nine noted that if there had been more time available, the journey would have been worth the additional effort. Orem (1997) •
Development of reflective skills (n=18):
Journaling enabled post-basic nursing students to address issues at a deeper level, looking beyond the superficial aspects of the problem.
One nursing student suggested it helped to develop patience and understanding of patient concerns through deeper reflection. Some nursing students noted that it became easier to find solutions to problems by making the implicit explicit. Many students appreciated the broadening of their perspectives (n=18) and recognised reflection led to deeper understanding (n=12), a valuing of introspection (n=10) and the development of self-insight (n=13): "If
I had written some of the entries as soon as they had happened, the diary entries would be very different and more emotive in response.
With the delay in writing, I was more likely to be in control of my emotions and be more objective in my thoughts and ideas".
• Questioning of current practice (n=7): Reflecting provided an opportunity for nursing students to revisit their nursing practice. The students recognised their ability to view clients holistically, consciously using different perspectives and integrating new and diverse knowledge and make their own judgements (n=11). • Reflective writing: Writing was seen as a means of self-expression by nursing students and journaling was seen to increase vocabulary and promoted the use of dictionaries and thesauruses (n=11). Ten (n=10) nursing students indicated how difficult it was to start writing and a number noted that they had put this off as long as possible. However, as one nursing student noted that once started, she was surprised at how much fun it was and how many interesting things she learned. "Hope-
fully this has taught me that not all things are as bad as they seem, once you get started
and have the courage to see it through to the end". As Cobine (1995) we all see things differently, and its OK".
• Personal growth and development (n=22):
A noteworthy number of students recognised the value of journaling towards their own personal growth. "I am a changed person". "It was a growing process". Kok and Chabeli (2002) corroborate this through their use of a focus group interview of six fourth-year nursing students who had engaged with reflective journals over a six-month period. They identified selfevaluation, intellectual growth and self-awareness resulting from the process of reflective journaling.
• Issues affecting confidence (n=3): A student aptly cited the philosopher George Bernados:
"In thinking, if a person begins with uncertainties, they shall end in doubts, but if they can begin with doubts, they will end in certainties".
Some nursing students actively engaged in reflection, whether or not feedback was given, although disappointment was registered if there was no feedback. A few nursing students noted that journaling was difficult because it was new to them: "Didn't know if we were right or wrong till we were marked." In the early stages a number of nursing students noted an initial lack of understanding of the requirements. The process of understanding how to journal appeared to take time, a point also noted by Paterson (1995) : "Initially the Journal/Diary appeared to be a lot of unnecessary work. We were loaded with work at the beginning of the year and the burden of keeping a diary seemed impossible.
Towards the latter part of the year keeping a diary became very interesting. Reflecting on various incidents and situations enabled me to see various aspects from different perspectives". Orem (1997) argues that for many adult learners, journaling is a positive reinforcement of the learning process and that those students, who are comfortable with the medium, appear to demonstrate more in-depth learning.
Difficulties associated with the processes of journaling
Language difficulties (n=5)
Some nursing students experienced difficulty in writing articulately. Some first-and second-language nursing students' critical reflective thoughts were hampered by their lack of familiarity with the art and process of writing in the English language and understanding its nu- 
Initial engagement (n=20)
Starting seemed for many, to be the hardest part of the journey. Kok and Chabeli (2002) recognise this as occurring in their own study as a result of lack of clarity on the purpose, goals and expectations connected to journaling. Early understanding of the process of critical reflection allowed for early engagement. The later the engagement, the more difficult the nursing students found it to commit to the process of journaling. It seemed that those nursing students, who had difficulty in engaging, tended to withdraw from the process and had difficulty completing the assignment (n=7) and Chabeli (2002) and Paterson (1995:211) who also identified common resultant problems of "procrastination, superficial, non-reflective entries; waning enthusiasm about the activity; and unwillingness or inability to reflect".
Level and extent of effort and involvement required
Journaling was seen by some as an unpleasant experience because of effort, but this was counterbalanced by the realisation of the resultant development of the individual and the professional person. Nursing students recognised where they had failed to meet the specified requirements. Some students explained that their learn- 
Work overload (n=18)
Heartfelt expressions of concern by the nursing students on the number of entries required ensued: "The 
Lack of insight (n=7)
Some recalcitrant travellers completed their self-evalu-ation without much insight. It appeared that the sum of the journey did not add up to the whole. Three nursing students observed that the self-evaluation was difficult and uncomfortable.
Use of journaling
Making connections through news text and journals
• Marland (1997) identified parallel conclusions to these nursing students.
Personal travelogues, personal reminders (n=8)
Sustaining the process
Sharing of stories (n=4)
The sharing of journal entries encouraged some nursing students to continue the journey: "Diary entries were 
Supportive feedback
Increasing levels of reflection and critical thinking are evidenced when feedback is immediate, frequent and recognition is given. This study indicated that journaling was a new skill for some (n= 6) and that a number of nursing students had difficulty in engaging in journaling (n=10). Some nursing students (n=4) apparently felt there was insufficient explanation of the process and limited or delayed feedback (n=4) that affected their writing. This appeared to affect levels of self-confidence (n=7) and motivation (n=4) and these nursing students therefore did not appear to trust their own judgement or the value of their own work. Higgins (2000) therefore argues that the process of feedback is a complex interweaving of emotion, identity, power dynamics and competing discourses and so must be approached with care. This is evident in the following student's remarks: Cobine (1995) suggests that engaging in written dialogue with students provides them with an audience to "thereby enhance their rhetorical awareness".
CONCLUSION
Is journaling empowering? Journaling, as a reflective learning medium, particularly in circumstances where there is a limited student/facilitator contact, does appear to enable engagement in reflection and learning for a prolonged and continuous period of time. However, the levels of engagement and the learning derived from the process seem to vary and journaling does not appear to be an exercise to be entered into lightly. This paper describes journeys shaping learning: mine, as an educator and researcher, reflecting on the process of learning as seen through the pens and journals of students, and the students, who through their stories, found voice to their journey of self-discovery.
These parallel journeys were undertaken to improve our practice. Living in a country where democracy is highly prized and which has arrived after centuries of struggle, I cannot but appreciate that this gift is not easily claimed.
Powerlessness has and still does exist at all levels and nursing is no exception. If I can learn to tread softly, carefully, mindfully and learn to understand the students I work with and the contexts that they work within through their journals. If I can help create a space to allow nurses to reflect on their profession with understanding -but more importantly, to take action and move beyond the limitations created by and for the autopilot nurse. If I can, through introducing the reflective journal, support the students as managers of their own destinies and the choosers of their own paths, I too, perhaps will have some understanding of my role as the 'transformatory educator' in Van Aswegen's model which should help both student and I from reproducing the dominant ways of knowing nursing with which we currently struggle.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Journaling is a useful tool for formative, developmental learning. The recommendations derive from the difficulties experienced by students in engaging in the process:
• Paterson (1995:214) urges sensitive management of students by the educator in terms of recognition and support of differences. She suggests a type of scaffolding approach, intuiting the balance between providing support and information when needed, but withholding information and "nudging" the student from engrained patterns of thinking to considering alternative forms of thinking. Journaling is not an easy process and requires time, effort and commitment and an appreciation that reflection is in fact, a developmental process.
• The orientation to critical reflective journaling should be comprehensive and Paterson (1995) indicates that early engagement is dependent on an appropriate orientation.
• Ongoing focus and facilitation of critical reflective writing should be maintained. Kerka (1996:3) suggests that the key lies in the "proficiency in reflection".
• Feedback or "critiquing" should be a regular, ongoing, immediate, non-judgemental, supportive process.
• Student journal entries should be shared and discussed with their peers, • Student workload and commitments should be considered and the required effort could be negotiated with the students.
